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Although diversity training is becoming an integral component of organiza-
tions, little empirical research on the topic exists. The study examined here
investigated how framing of diversity training (title, focus of content,
assignment) and gender influenced participants’ attitudes. In this study,
160 adults (72 men, 88 women; 124 white; 36 minority) read a diversity
course description and answered questions assessing their attitudes about
the course and the organization. Results revealed that (1) a frame with a
traditional title and a broad focus was responded to most favorably by
participants, (2) men reacted more negatively than women to the diversity
training course, and (3) men reacted more negatively than women to a frame
with a narrow focus and remedial assignment. Findings are discussed in
terms of the effect that different frames can have on participants’ pretrain-
ing attitudes toward diversity training. Implications for researchers and
consultants are also discussed.

It is readily apparent that the workforce is becoming more diverse (Pyle &
Bond, 1997; U.S. Department of Labor, 2001). One method for managing this
change in workforce composition has been to provide diversity training to
employees. A survey conducted in 1991 found that more than 60 percent of
the companies questioned were conducting diversity training programs or were
planning to do so (Wheeler, 1994). This number increased to 66 percent in
2001 (Society for Human Resource Management, 2001). From these statistics,
it is clear that diversity training is permeating the work environment. As the
number of organizations that use diversity training increases, the content and
rationale for providing this training are likely to change as well (Society for
Human Resource Management, 2001; Wheeler, 1994).
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Diversity training is no longer perceived as the socially responsible thing
to do; instead, it is now viewed as a strategic business objective with the capa-
bility to make the organization more competitive (Cox, 1991; Plummer, 1998;
Rynes & Rosen, 1995; Wentling & Palma-Rivas, 1998). As Louw (1995, p. 23)
asserts, “A more culturally sensitive and skilled workforce will enable organi-
zations to compete in the global marketplace and to respond more effectively
to the increasing diversity represented in their customers and clients.”
Ultimately, a goal of diversity training is for employees to learn how to work
effectively with those who are different from themselves, as this will lead to an
increase in business successes (Lindsley, 1998). By eliminating barriers such
as stereotypes, employees can learn how those differences can hinder or
strengthen work productivity (Noe & Ford, 1992; Wheeler, 1994).

In order for organizations to become more competitive, employees
must think that the training program is worthwhile and in their best interest
(Karp & Sammour, 2000). Because employee buy-in has been identified as an
important component of successful training initiatives (Chrobot-Mason &
Quiñones, 2002), organizations should be cognizant of the potential impact
that framing could have on employees’ attitudes toward training.

Theoretical Background

The design of training can be essential to the success of the initiative. Research
has found a number of design techniques that increase the subsequent effec-
tiveness of training programs. For example, research has shown that the inclu-
sion of behavioral modeling (Gist, 1997) and the type of practice given during
training (Holladay & Quiñones, in press; Schmidt & Bjork, 1992) can influ-
ence training outcomes. In regard to diversity training, the makeup of the
trainees (that is, the percentage minority) has been explored as a critical design
factor (Roberson, Kulik, & Pepper, 2001). This area of research is still in the
preliminary stages, and further study of potential design elements is needed.
One such element that should be taken into consideration for the design of
diversity training programs is the program’s framing.

Previous work on framing has demonstrated that it can have a substantial
impact on decision making (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979, 1984; Tversky &
Kahneman, 1986). For example, individuals have been shown to make different
decisions concerning monetary outcomes depending on whether the outcome is
framed as a gain or a loss (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). These lines of research
show that individuals are not rational decision makers but rather rely on con-
textual cues when interpreting situations (see also Goffman, 1974). More recently,
a general conception and definition of framing that has emerged postulates that a
frame is “a psychological device that offers a perspective and manipulates salience
in order to influence subsequent judgment” (Rhoads, 1997).

Consistent with this general definition, scholars have begun to investigate
the potential impact of framing on people’s reactions to specific messages and
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issues (Gamson & Modigliani, 1987; Pratkanis & Aronson, 2001; Shafir,
Simonson, & Tversky, 1997). This line of research has effectively demonstrated
that emphasizing or downplaying certain components of a message can sway
and even completely alter people’s preexisting attitudes and beliefs about an
issue, especially when it is sensitive or controversial and has  political, racial,
or economic facets (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). The frame can act as a percep-
tual lens that directs individuals’ attention toward salient characteristics of
a message.

Within the context of organizational communications, framing can affect
workers’ reactions to organizational changes (Bolman & Deal, 1991). For
example, frames have been shown to affect potentially delicate and divisive
organizational changes such as affirmative action plans and companywide lay-
offs (Greenberg, 1990; Murrell, Dietz-Uhler, Dovidio, Gaertner, & Drout,
1994). When affirmative action is framed as enhancing diversity, for example,
reactions to the plan are more favorable than when it is framed as compen-
sating for past injustices or hurting opportunities for whites, or when no frame
is given at all (Doverspike, Taylor, & Arthur, 2000; Fine, 1992; Knight & Hebl,
in press).

Although framing has been studied in a number of organizational contexts,
little research has experimentally explored the potential effects that organiza-
tional message framing can have on workers’ attitudes toward diversity train-
ing. This is surprising given the increasing implementation of diversity training
programs and given Quiñones’ assertion (1997) that “perhaps the most impor-
tant aspect of framing effects is that organizations are potentially unaware of
how the information they provide trainees is perceived and interpreted.
Because of the ubiquitous nature of framing effects, the key is to find frames
that serve to improve training effectiveness” (p. 190).

Quiñones implies that framing can in fact influence training effectiveness.
Although this relationship may not be direct, framing and training effective-
ness may be related through the two established relationships of framing and
attitudes (Murrell et al., 1994) and between attitudes and training effectiveness
(Alliger, Tannebaum, Bennett, Traver, & Shotland, 1997; see Figure 1). Specif-
ically, Noe (1986) has argued that trainees who are both enthusiastic about
training and have a desire to learn the content of the training program will
demonstrate greater training effectiveness than trainees who are not so moti-
vated. Correspondingly, Tannenbaum, Mathieu, Salas, and Cannon-Bowers
(1991) demonstrated that pretraining attitudes and expectations and desires
of participants had an impact on training effectiveness such that trainees with
higher motivation to learn did in fact exhibit superior posttraining performance
than trainees with lower motivation. Finally, Hanover and Cellar (1998) found
that trainees’ reactions to diversity training were related to self-perceptions of
behavior. Specifically, the trainees, who had participated in the diversity train-
ing, indicated that they were engaging in more diversity practices (for exam-
ple, encouraging the discussion of cultural differences among employees) than



248 Holladay, Knight, Paige, Quiñones

were their control counterparts. Therefore, through the influence of framing
on the attitudes of trainees, there is an indirect but significant influence of
framing on training effectiveness. Thus, framing becomes an important con-
sideration when trainers are looking to increase the effectiveness of their train-
ing initiatives.

Focus of Training Course Content. Within the context of framing, there are
several methods for influencing trainees’ pretraining attitudes toward diversity
training. For example, management can alter employees’ perceptions of training
programs through the information that they provide to organizational members
regarding the content of a training class (Quiñones, 1997). Within the realm of
diversity training, many organizations have historically made race the primary
(if not exclusive) focus of their diversity training efforts. Although the imple-
mentation of these racially focused diversity training courses is clearly well
intended, an unfortunate consequence has been a backlash by white male work-
ers against these programs (Burke & Black, 1997). A serious problem within
many diversity training programs is that groups not targeted by the initiatives
(typically, white men) are unintentionally made to feel guilty, hypersensitive, or
even resentful of diversity initiatives (Karp & Sammour, 2000).

Aside from angering white male employees, a training content that focuses
exclusively on race might also lead other disenfranchised employees, such as
women, older workers, disabled people, and gays and lesbians, to conclude
that management is unconcerned with their group’s needs and struggles. Even
the purported beneficiaries  of such narrowly focused course content, minor-
ity workers, might not react positively to the course if they believe that it will
make them tokens within the organization (Jackson, 1999). Through framing
diversity training courses to be broader in their focus, all employees can be
made to feel validated and valued by the organization (Arredondo, 1996) and

Framing

• Training course content
• Training course title
• Training course assignment Pretraining attitudes

• Backlash
• Organizational message
• Likelihood of transferIndividual differences

• Participant’s gender

Training outcomes

• Effectiveness

Figure 1. Theoretical Model of the Influence of Framing and Gender
on Pretraining Attitudes and Subsequent Training Outcomes



can begin the process of understanding differences as a “resource for enhanc-
ing organizational growth and development” (Plummer, 1998, p. 184). Fur-
thermore, a frame with a broad focus, which makes all differences salient
versus the differences of any one group, has been proposed to lead to greater
training success (Rynes & Rosen, 1995). As many companies, including Ford
Motor Co. and 3M, move toward a broader focus in their diversity content
(Hayles & Russell, 1997), it becomes necessary to understand the impact that
this feature of framing can have on participants’ attitudes.

Training Course Title. Another means of framing and subsequently influ-
encing employees’ pretraining attitudes is through the title given to the course.
Within the past decade, the term diversity has become a frequently used buzz-
word, and it is quite possible that it has become loaded (Arredondo, 1996).
That is, people often believe the word is simply a proxy for affirmative action,
and they associate it only with racial or gender differences. Therefore even the
use of the title “Diversity Training” might be enough to create negative impres-
sions of the training course.

As an alternative, some organizations have begun to use more encompass-
ing titles to describe their diversity initiatives. For example, organizations have
used titles such as “Cross-Cultural Awareness,” “Working Together,” and “Valu-
ing Differences” (Wheeler, 1994, p. 11). The rationale behind this approach is
to avoid any backlash associated with the term diversity and to encourage man-
agers to think of being able to manage diversity effectively as a necessary sub-
set of being a good leader (Arredondo, 1996). If this approach is used in an
organization, then a course framed with a more encompassing title, such as
“Building Human Relations,” might increase employee buy-in to the value of
training and decrease negative reactions to a diversity training course.

Training Assignment. A final way that framing can have an impact on the
effectiveness of the training course is through the assignment to a particular
training class (Quiñones, 1997). Previous studies illustrate how labeling conveys
specific connotations to the trainees through assignment to a remedial/threat
or advanced/opportunity course (Martocchio, 1992; Quiñones, 1995). For
example, in a study by Quiñones (1995), some trainees were told that their per-
formance was below standard and they needed to attend a “remedial” training
course. Other trainees were told their performance was above standard and they
were being assigned to an “advanced” training course. In reality, both courses
were identical except for these labels. The labels had an impact on the trainees’
level of motivation and subsequent level of learning. Thus it is clear that nega-
tive reactions can be associated with training courses that highlight the low
performance of employees (Martocchio, 1992; Quiñones, 1995). Courses that
emphasize the superior performance of employees are associated with more
positive reactions.

In relation to diversity training, it may be that assignment to a remedial
condition implies that the underlying reason for the training is compliance
with federal regulations. In addition, white men might feel that they are being
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blamed for the remedial standing of the organization. However, assignment to
the advanced condition may imply that the organization is proactive and cares
about the initiative. Thus this study will investigate how this feature of fram-
ing (assignment) influences trainees’ pretraining attitudes towards diversity
training.

Gender. The relationship between participant gender and attitudes about
diversity has not been fully explored, though some research has shown that
women are more supportive of implementing diversity training than are men.
This pattern would be expected if the training content included a focus on gen-
der; however, the reason why women remain supportive of diversity training
that focuses exclusively on race is less easily intuited. Kluegel and Smith (1983)
speculate that this is due to women’s sense of cooperative self-interest. That is,
women believe that initiatives that help other disenfranchised groups will indi-
rectly help raise awareness of the discrimination and struggles that they face
in the workplace.

Conversely, white male workers are rarely the recipients of discrimination,
so they typically are unlikely to believe that a diversity program would be ben-
eficial to an organization (Faludi, 1991). They are also unlikely to feel that they
have much to gain from attending such a course, as many feel that they are
there only to be attacked for past organizational injustices, thus creating a
backlash effect (Burke & Black, 1997). Male backlash has been defined as “any
form of resistance men exhibit toward policies, programs and initiatives under-
taken by organizations to promote the hiring and advancement of marginal-
ized employees” (Burke & Black, 1997, p. 934). Although backlash seems
logically to apply to white males, it may also apply to minority males who do
not wish to highlight their minority status. Thus, given the backlash effect,
men would be expected to have more negative attitudes toward diversity
training than would women.

In addition to the expectation of diversity initiatives producing differences
in men and women’s attitudes, it is possible that the framing of a diversity ini-
tiative could produce differences in men’s and women’s pretraining attitudes.
Specifically, men and women have different experience bases that may be rel-
evant to the training itself (Smith-Jentsch, Jentsch, Payne, & Salas, 1996). Thus
it would follow that men and women would see diversity training through dif-
ferent lenses. For example, Burke and Black (1997) have argued that men have
been made to feel as if they are the “bad guys.” Such a feeling could be exag-
gerated through a frame (the training assignment) and thereby engender dif-
ferent pretraining attitudes between men and women.

Training Outcomes. A number of key constructs have been identified in
research to assess the effectiveness of training. Specifically, researchers have
kept in accordance with Kirkpatrick’s emphasis (1976) on reactions to training
and have noted the importance of variables such as motivation to attend
(Rynes & Rosen, 1995), backlash (Karp & Sammour, 2000), feelings of utility
(Hollister, Day, & Jesaitis, 1993), affect toward organizations (such as



commitment and attraction; Miller, 1994), and transfer (Goldstein, 1993).
Although this research has focused primarily on the outcomes of training, pre-
training reactions are equally important in the design of a successful training
program (Tannenbaum et al., 1991). Influencing pretraining attitudes is
generally neglected, but crucial to ensuring favorable training outcomes.

Statement of Purpose. Given organizations’ current practice of implement-
ing diversity training as a competitive business strategy, removing potential
barriers before the initiative begins is essential. Focusing on elements of training
design, such as how to frame the initiative, is one method for removing the poten-
tial barriers. This study seeks to determine (1) how the framing of diversity
training (through focus of training content, course title, and training assignment)
influences participants’ pretraining attitudes, (2) how the participant’s
gender influences his or her pretraining attitudes, and (3) how the framing and
participant’s gender interact to affect pretraining attitudes. Therefore the following
hypotheses are under investigation in this study:

HYPOTHESIs 1. Framing will have an effect on pretraining attitudes. Specifically, a
broad focus, a comprehensive title, an advanced assignment, or a combination of
these features will lead to more positive pretraining attitudes.

HYPOTHESIS 2. The participant’s gender will have an effect on pretraining attitudes:
female participants will respond more favorably than men to a diversity training
initiative.

HYPOTHESIS 3. The participant’s gender and framing will interact to influence
pretraining attitudes: men will respond more negatively than women in their pre-
training attitudes to a frame with a narrow focus, a traditional title, a remedial
assignment, or a combination of these features.

Method

This research was conducted in order to empirically evaluate the effects of
framing and gender on attitudes toward a diversity program, using a sample
of employees from a number of organizations.

Participants and Data Collection Procedures. Data were collected from
160 adults (72 men, 88 women; 124 white, 36 minority; 30 M.B.A. students,
130 organization employees) ranging from twenty to sixty-nine years of age
(M � 34.18, SD � 10.82). This number of participants was sufficiently large to
ensure adequate power to test the hypothesized relationships. The recruitment
process took place through e-mails sent to managers at corporations in a very
large metropolitan area and to students in an M.B.A. program at a midsized uni-
versity. There is no way to determine the response rate because these managers
were free to disseminate the e-mail to the employees. Due to the confidentiality
guaranteed to participants, organizational data (company name and size) were
not collected. The employees and M.B.A. students were used as participants
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for the following reasons: (1) many students and employees are required to
have diversity training (46 percent of the sample have previously participated
in diversity training), (2) they are representative of individuals who work, (3)
most M.B.A. programs are trying to become more diverse in population
(Silverman, 2002), and (4) they represent a variety of different industries.

Participants volunteered to participate in the study by following a Web
link provided in an e-mail invitation. The e-mail also included a contact e-mail
address for any questions or problems (though no problems were reported)
and approximate time for completion (ten to fifteen minutes, as determined
by a pilot study). Participants were able to take as long as they needed to
complete this Web-based study because the Web site did not time out.

After reading directions, participants were randomly assigned to an exper-
imental condition. After reviewing the course description, they read direc-
tions instructing them to answer several questions and to provide demographic
information on their race, gender, age, and prior participation in diversity
training. The final page of the Web-based questionnaire debriefed partici-
pants and thanked them for their participation. The debriefing informed
participants of the purpose of the study and rationale for the questions
included in the questionnaire.

Participant responses were sent electronically and anonymously to the
experimenters; no identifying information, such as Internet protocol (IP)
address, name, or organization, was transmitted, ensuring confidentiality. The
Web-based study was chosen for its efficiency and ease in reaching a number
of people with the least amount of intrusion. Also, research has shown that a
greater response rate can be achieved through use of Web-based studies
(Thompson, Surface, Martin, & Sanders, 2002).

Instrumentation. Each participant read a course description that included
an introduction, course objectives, and a note to employees, followed by atti-
tude and demographic questionnaires. This course description was pilot-tested
for its readability, indicating a reading level of 12 based on its content and sen-
tence structure (FORCAST Readability Index formula; Stricht, 1975).

Because no previous research has assessed participants’ pretraining
attitudes toward the framing of diversity training and to ensure validity, items
were developed to tap into key theoretical constructs (such as transfer)
identified in the literature. This attitude questionnaire was ultimately com-
posed of twenty-three items designed to quantitatively assess pretraining
attitudes to the course description. Participants rated each statement using a
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree).
These twenty-three items (overall Cronbach’s � � .88) were factor-analyzed
using a principal components factor analysis with a varimax rotation to ensure
the factors were unrelated (Tabachnick & Fidell 2001); only factors with
eigenvalues greater than 1.00 were retained. As noted in Table 1, two items
were dropped after examining the loadings, leaving twenty-one items (overall
Cronbach’s � � .89), which were used to form the three composite dependent
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measures. Accounting for 61.31 percent of the total variance, the three fac-
tors were (1) organizational message, consisting of measures that evaluated the
participants’ perception of the initiative in relation to the organization, (2) like-
lihood of transfer, measuring the extent to which participants felt that the train-
ing course was applicable to their job, and (3) backlash, measuring the extent
to which participants felt backlash would occur as a result of the training
course.

Statistical Analyses and Design. The two independent variables in this
study were gender and framing of the training course. In order to explore the
effects of framing on attitudes toward diversity training, framing was opera-
tionalized through three features: focus of training content, course title, and
training assignment.

The first feature, focus of training content, was operationalized as either
narrow (for example, “Participants will be asked to attend a lecture on racial
issues in the workplace”) or broad (for example, “Participants will be asked
to attend a lecture on issues such as racial, gender, lifestyle, and personality
differences in the workplace”). The second feature, course title, was opera-
tionalized as either “Diversity Training” (the traditional title) or “Building
Human Relations” (the comprehensive title). The latter title, selected from a
pool of six actually used by organizations (Wheeler 1994), was chosen
because it was rated most positively in a pilot study. To operationalize the
third feature, training assignment, the course was framed as either remedial
(for example, “After benchmarking with other companies in our industry, it
has become apparent that our company is well below the average in turning
individual differences into opportunities”) or advanced (for example, “After
benchmarking with other companies in our industry, it has become apparent
that our company is well above the average in turning individual differences
into opportunities”).

All statistical analyses were conducted using multiple linear regressions.
This has been cited as the preferred method for testing designs similar to that
of our study (Cohen & Cohen, 1983). In the regression model the pretraining
attitudes (perception of backlash, perception of likelihood of transfer, and per-
ception of organizational message) were predicted from the independent vari-
able framing (title, focus, and assignment) for hypothesis 1, the independent
variable gender for hypothesis 2, and the interaction between framing and
gender for hypothesis 3. (See Table 2 for the means and intercorrelations for
independent and dependent variables.) Prior to testing the hypothesized rela-
tionships, we wanted to ensure that prior experience with diversity training
did not have an impact on participants’ pretraining attitudes. We found that
there was no relationship between trainee characteristics, such as previous
participation in diversity training, and pretraining attitudes (r’s � .13). We
further examined the potential moderating effect of previous participation in
diversity training on the relationship between framing and pretraining attitudes
and found no significant effect (p’s � .05).



This study employed an experimental design as these three features of
framing (focus, title, and assignment) were manipulated and combined to form
eight course descriptions and thereby eight conditions. The design was
between-subjects, meaning that participants were randomly assigned to read
one of the eight course descriptions (resulting in twenty participants in each
condition). For example, in condition 1, participants read a course description
with a traditional title, narrow focus, and remedial assignment; participants in
condition 2 read a course description with a traditional title, broad focus, and
remedial assignment.

Results and Interpretation

The data revealed that each of the three dependent measures was normally
distributed, and there were no outliers more than three standard deviations
from the mean. Consequently, no transformations were performed. Any miss-
ing data points were replaced with the grand mean. Table 3 shows a summary
of the multiple linear regression analyses (only significant findings are
discussed).
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Table 2. Means and Intercorrelations for Independent
and Dependent Measures

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Independent measures
1. Titlea 1.50 .50 —
2. Focusb 1.50 .50 �.50 —
3. Assignmentc 1.50 .50 �.01 .01 —
4. Genderd 1.50 .50 �.03 �.11 .00 —

Dependent measures
5. Likelihood 3.17 .82 �.08 .07 �.04 .16* —

of transfer 3.031 .861
3.292 .782

6. Backlash 2.30 .72 .09 �.04 �.06 �.31** �.43** —
2.541 701
2.102 .682

7. Organizational 3.13 .80 .01 .07 �.04 .23** .80** �.52** —
message 2.981 .791

3.262 .792

Note: A subscript of 1 represents the means and standard deviations for men. A subscript of 2
represents the means and standard deviations for women.
aCoded 1 � “Diversity Training,” 2 � “Building Human Relations.”
bCoded 1 � narrow, 2 � broad.
cCoded 1 � remedial, 2 � advanced.
dCoded 1 � men, 2 � women.

*p � .05, **p � .01.
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Framing. Hypothesis 1 stated that a frame with a broad focus, a compre-
hensive title, an advanced assignment, or a combination of these features will
lead to more positive pretraining attitudes toward the course. There were no
significant main effects for any of the features of framing on backlash, likeli-
hood of transfer, or organizational message (see Table 3). However, the two-
way interaction between title and focus of course content significantly
influenced the perceptions of backlash (� � .812, p � .02) and the likelihood
of transfer (� � �.74, p � .03). Table 4 shows how a frame with a traditional
title and broad focus reduced the perception of backlash and increased the per-
ception of the likelihood of transfer in comparison to the frames with a tradi-
tional title and narrow focus, a comprehensive title and narrow focus, and a
comprehensive title and broad focus.

Although we found no support for any single feature of framing having
an effect on participants’ pretraining attitudes, we did find that the features of
framing together had an impact on attitudes. These findings indicate that it is
not enough to consider one feature of framing by itself; multiple features
(both peripheral and central) need to be considered in conjunction, con-
tributing to a vast and robust body of literature that shows the remarkable
effects that framing can have on people’s attitudes (Fletcher & Chalmers,
1991; Gamson & Lasch, 1983; Gamson & Modigliani, 1987; Goldstein &
Weber, 1997; Kinder & Sanders, 1990).

Table 3. Summary Table of Results from Regression Analyses

Organizational Likelihood of
Backlash Message Transfer

(�) (�) (�)

Title .07 .06 �.07
Focus �.07 .11 .08
Assignment �.06 �.05 �.04
Gender �.31** .24* .17*

R2 .11 .06 .04
Title � Focus .81* �.61 �.74*
Title � Assignment �.21 �.03 �.19
Title � Gender .41 �.03 �.54
Focus � Assignment �.16 .10 �.04
Focus � Gender �.05 .20 .27
Assignment � Gender .28 �.07 �.31

	R .05 .05 .06
Title � Focus � Assignment .19 1.42 2.12
Title � Focus � Gender �1.51 .45 2.42
Title � Assignment � Gender �.86 .95 .99
Focus � Assignment � Gender �2.81* �.51 �1.47

	R .03 .01 .05
Title � Focus � Assignment � Gender �1.43 2.57 3.68

	R .00 .00 .00
Total R2 .19 .12 .15

*p �.05, **p �.001.
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Two features of framing, title and focus, did influence participants’ per-
ceptions of backlash and the likelihood of transfer. Although this study was
restricted to participants’ perceptions of the likelihood of transfer, past research
has shown that the perception of transfer does lead to eventual transfer (Alliger
et al., 1997). Furthermore, although we predicted that the “Diversity Training”
title would be received less favorably, the participants in this study seemed to
appreciate the directness of such a title in combination with another feature of
framing. Thus, to enhance the perceptions of the likelihood of transfer and
reduce the perception of backlash, the findings indicate use of a frame with
“Diversity Training” as the title and a broad focus for course content.

Participant Gender. Our second hypothesis predicting an effect of par-
ticipants’ gender on their attitudes toward the diversity training was supported.
There was a significant effect of gender on backlash (� � �.312, p �.001),
organizational message (� � .242, p �.01), and likelihood of transfer
(� � .169, p � .035). Exploration of the means revealed that male participants
perceived greater organizational backlash, evaluated the organizational mes-
sage less favorably, and perceived the likelihood of transfer to be lower than
did female participants (see Table 2).

This finding supports research stating that men react with backlash to
diversity training initiatives (Faludi, 1991). The more negative attitudes toward
the benefit of the training course seem in part due to the fact that men may
see the initiative as an attack against them (consistent with their heightened
perception of backlash) and as providing no benefit to them (consistent with
their reduced perception of transfer). These findings show the importance of
considering gender when designing training courses. However, the interaction
among the features of framing and gender provides measures that can be taken
to lessen negative reactions from trainees.

Interactions. Hypothesis 3 stated that there would be an interaction
between framing and the participants’ gender. Specifically, men and women
were expected to respond differently in their pretraining attitudes to the fram-
ing of a diversity training initiative. The following analyses were conducted to
examine this interaction.

There was a significant three-way interaction between focus, assignment,
and gender on perception of backlash (� � �2.811, p � .039). The marginal
means presented in Table 4 show that men perceived the most backlash
when the training focus was narrow and assignment was remedial. Women
perceived the least backlash when focus was broad and assignment was
advanced. Other trends in the data show that when focus was narrow, men
perceived more backlash when the assignment was remedial than advanced,
whereas women perceived more backlash when the assignment was advanced
than remedial. However, when the focus of content was broad, women per-
ceived less backlash when the assignment was advanced than when the assign-
ment was remedial, and men perceived no real difference between remedial or
advanced assignment.



A possible explanation for this finding is that male participants saw
the training as a personal attack because they were not included in the focus
of the content and may have been hypersensitive to the fact that they were
being told they were “behind.” However, in our study, the negativity and back-
lash that male participants exhibited was reduced when the focus of the con-
tent was framed to be more inclusive. It seems that a simple change to frame
the training to include men can serve to ameliorate the backlash effects.

Women perceived backlash from a remedial assignment and narrow focus
frame, but they were most positively influenced by a broad focus and advanced
assignment. An explanation for this finding could be that women feel valued
by the organization when the training is more inclusive and advanced. These
two features of framing may indicate that the organization has taken positive
steps toward making diversity a competitive advantage. These findings lend
empirical credence to the recommendation by many researchers and consul-
tants to frame diversity training as having a broad focus and also extend
research showing that remedial assignment should not be highlighted to
trainees (Quiñones, 1995). Thus the recommendation of a frame with
advanced assignment and broadly focused content could serve to ameliorate
the negative reactions of men and women by making everyone feel included.

Discussion

Although human resource managers and consultants often discuss the impor-
tance of the content of a diversity training course (Roberson et al., 2001) or
the title of the course (Wheeler, 1994), to date no empirical research has been
conducted to assess the impact of these features on employees’ pretraining atti-
tudes. Furthermore, the assignment of trainees to programs is a sensitive area
that management should consider because it sends a message to employees
about their standing on diversity issues. As a result, organizations should be
cognizant of either the potential benefits or the possible damage that can result
from framing diversity training in certain ways.

The impact of framing of training initiatives becomes increasingly vital
because training is the preferred method for managing diversity (Wentling &
Palma-Rivas, 1998). This study provides specific recommendations for how
human resource managers should label the initiative, what content to focus on,
and how to assign individuals to the training course. Specifically, they need to
be sensitive to the different groups taking part in the initiative, making an effort
to accommodate all groups and to the specific perceptions they are trying to
influence. For the likelihood of transfer, for both men and women and reme-
dial and advanced assignments, diversity training with a broadly focused
content frame would be the most effective. For reducing the perception of back-
lash, a narrowly focused content and remedial assignment frame would be
ineffective for both men and women, but framing with a more broadly focused
content could ameliorate these negative perceptions for both groups.
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Limitations

The small number of minority participants precluded our ability to examine
race as a factor. In addition to race, other characteristics, such as tenure and
occupation, should be considered in future studies because they might influ-
ence people’s experiences with diversity and diversity training. In addition,
those without access to the Internet were precluded from participating. How-
ever, most organizations now allow their employees access to the Internet using
company computers. Moreover, M.B.A. students are typically allowed access
to computers through their universities. Finally, the participants in our study
did not actually attend training, and consequently it was participants’ percep-
tions, and not actual attitudes, that were assessed. Although we were unable
to examine the extent to which pretraining attitudes influenced actual training
effectiveness, our study provides a unique and novel perspective concerning
the effects of framing on pretraining attitudes to diversity initiatives.

Conclusion

This study has provided consultants and researchers with a new direction of
framing for the design of diversity initiatives. Specific measures have been
offered to enhance participants’ attitudes toward diversity training initiatives,
which should subsequently enhance training effectiveness. We hope that as
future empirical studies extend the research on frames that ultimately enable
positive outcomes to be achieved from diversity initiatives, these training pro-
grams can become a source of competitive advantage and aid organizations in
their efforts to become more diverse.

References

Alliger, G. M., Tannebaum, S. I., Bennett, W., Traver, H., & Shotland, A. (1997). A meta-analysis
of the relations among training criteria. Personnel Psychology, 50, 341–358.

Arredondo, P. (1996). Successful diversity management initiatives: A blueprint for planning and imple-
mentation. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Bolman, L. G., & Deal, T. E. (1991). Reframing organizations: Artistry, choice, and leadership.
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Burke, R. J., & Black, S. (1997). Save the males: Backlash in organizations. Journal of Business
Ethics, 16, 933–942.

Chrobot-Mason, D., & Quiñones, M. A. (2002). Training for a diverse workplace. In K. Kraiger
(Ed.), Creating, implementing and managing effective training and development. San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass.

Cohen, J., & Cohen, P. (1983). Applied multiple regression/correlation analysis for behavioral sciences
(2nd ed.). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Cox, Jr., T. (1991). The multicultural organization. Academy of Management Journal, 5 (2), 34–47.
Doverspike, D., Taylor, M. A., & Arthur, W. Jr. (2000). Affirmative action: A psychological perspec-

tive. Huntington, NY: Nova Science Publishers.
Faludi, S. (1991). Backlash: The undeclared war against American women. New York: Crown.



Fine, T. S. (1992). The impact of issue framing on public opinion: Toward affirmative action
programs. Social Science Journal, 29 (3), 323–334.

Fletcher, J. F., & Chalmers, M. C. (1991). Attitudes of Canadians toward affirmative action:
Opposition, value pluralism, and nonattitudes. Political Behavior, 13, 67–95.

Gamson, W. A., & Lasch, K. E. (1983). The political culture of social welfare policy. In S. E. Spiro
& E. Yuchtman-Yaar (Eds.), Evaluating the welfare state. Orlando, FL: Academic Press.

Gamson, W. A., & Modigliani, A. (1987). The changing culture of affirmative action. In Research
in Political Sociology, 3, 137–177.

Gist, M. E. (1997). Training design and pedagogy: Implications for skill acquisition, maintenance
and generalization. In M. A. Quiñones & A. Ehrenstein (Eds.), Training for rapidly changing
workplace: Applications of psychological research (pp. 201–222). Washington, DC: American
Psychological Association.

Goffman, E. (1974). Frame analysis: An essay on the organization of experience. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.

Goldstein, I. L. (1993). Training in organizations (3rd ed.). Pacific Grove, CA: Brooks/Cole.
Goldstein, W. M., & Weber, E. U. (1997). Content and discontent: Indications and implica-

tions of domain specificity in preferential decision making. In W. M. Goldstein & R. M.
Hogarth (Eds.), Research on judgment and decision making. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Greenberg, J. (1990). Looking fair vs. being fair: Managing impressions of organizational justice.
In B. M. Shaw and L. L. Cummings (Eds.), Research in organizational behavior (pp. 111–157).
Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.

Hanover, J. M., & Cellar, D. F. (1998). Environmental factors and the effectiveness of workforce
diversity training. Human Resource Development Quarterly, 9 (2), 105–124.

Hayles, V. W., & Russell, A. M. (1997). The diversity directive: Why some initiatives fail and what to
do about it. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Holladay, C. L., & Quiñones, M. A. (in press). Practice variability and transfer of training: The role
of self-efficacy generality. Journal of Applied Psychology.

Hollister, L. A., Day, N. E., & Jesaitis, P. T. (1993). Diversity programs: Key to competitiveness
or just another fad. Organizational Development Journal, 11 (4), 49–59.

Jackson, L. (1999). Ethnocultural resistance to multicultural training students and faculty. Cultural
Diversity and Ethnic Minority Psychology, 5 (1), 27–36.

Kahneman, D., & Tversky, A. (1979). Prospect theory: An analysis of decision under risk.
Econometrica, 4, 362–377.

Kahneman, D., & Tversky, A. (1984). Choice, values, and frames. American Psychologist, 39,
341–350.

Karp, H. B., & Sammour, H. Y. (2000). Workforce diversity: Choices in diversity training
programs and dealing with resistance to diversity. College Student Journal, 34 (3), 451–458.

Kinder, D. R., & Sanders, L. M. (1990). Mimicking political debate with survey questions: The
case of white opinion on affirmative action for blacks. Social Cognition, 8, 73–103.

Kirkpatrick, D. L. (1976). Evaluation of training. In R. L. Craig (Eds.), Training and development
handbook. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Kluegel, J. R., & Smith, E. R. (1983). Affirmative action attitudes: Effects of self-interest, racial
affect, and stratification beliefs on whites’ views. Social Forces, 61 (3), 797–824.

Knight, J. L., & Hebl, M. R. (in press). Affirmative reaction: The influence of type of justification
on nonbeneficiary attitudes toward affirmative action plans in higher education. Journal of
Social Issues.

Lindsley, S. L. (1998). Organizational interventions to prejudice. In M. L. Hecht (Ed.), Commu-
nicating prejudice (pp. 302–310). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Louw, L. (1995). No potential lost: The valuing diversity journey-an integrated approach to sys-
tematic change. In L. B. Griggs & L. Louw (Eds.), Valuing diversity (pp. 15–58). New York:
McGraw-Hill.

Framing and Diversity Training 261



262 Holladay, Knight, Paige, Quiñones

Martocchio, J. J. (1992). Microcomputer usage as an opportunity: The influence of context in
employee training. Personnel Psychology, 45, 529–552.

Miller, J. (1994). Corporate Responses to Diversity: A Benchmark Study. Brooklyn, NY: Queens
College, Center for the New American Workforce.

Murrell, A. J., Dietz-Uhler, B. L., Dovidio, J. F., Gaertner, S. L., & Drout, C. (1994). Aversive
racism and resistance to affirmative action: Perceptions of justice are not necessarily color
blind. Basic and Applied Social Psychology, 15 (1 & 2), 71–86.

Noe, R. A. (1986). Trainees’ attributes and attitudes: Neglected influences on training effective-
ness. Academy of Management Review, 11 (4), 736–749.

Noe, R. A., & Ford, J. K. (1992). Emerging issues and new directions for training research.
Research in Personnel and Human Resource Management, 10, 345–384.

Petty, R. E., & Cacioppo, J. T. (1986). Communication and persuasion: Central and peripheral routes
to attitude change. New York: Springer-Verlag.

Plummer, D. L. (1998). Approaching diversity training in the year 2000. Consulting Psychology
Journal: Practice and Research, 50 (3), 181–189.

Pratkanis, A. R., & Aronson, E. (2001). Age of propaganda: The everyday use and abuse of persuasion.
New York: Freeman.

Pyle, J. L., & Bond, M. A. (1997, Winter). Work force diversity: Emerging interdisciplinary
challenges. New Solutions, 41–57.

Quiñones, M. A. (1995). Pretraining context effects: Training assignment as feedback. Journal of
Applied Psychology, 80 (2), 226–238.

Quiñones, M. A. (1997). Contextual influences on training effectiveness. In M. A. Quiñones &
A. Ehrenstein (Eds.), Training for a rapidly changing workplace: Applications of psychological
research (pp. 201–222). Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Rhoads, K. (1997). Working psychology: Applying psychology to influence, persuasion, and teamwork.
Available on-line: http://www.workingpsychology.com/whatfram.html.

Roberson, L., Kulik, C. T., & Pepper, M. B. (2001). Designing effective diversity training:
Influence of group composition and trainee experience. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 22,
871–885.

Rynes, S., & Rosen, B. (1995). A field survey of factors affecting the adoption and perceived
success of diversity training. Personnel Psychology, 48, 247–270.

Schmidt, A., & Bjork, R. A. (1992). New conceptualizations of practice: Common principles in
three paradigms suggest new concepts for training. Psychological Science, 3, 207–217.

Shafir, E., Simonson, I., & Tversky, A. (1997). Reason-based choice. In W. M. Goldstein & R. M.
Hogarth (Eds.), Research on judgment and decision making. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Silverman, R. E. (2002, January 15). Your career matters: Business schools seek new blood from
colleges. Wall Street Journal, p. B1.

Smith-Jentsch, K. A., Jentsch, F. G., Payne, S. C., & Salas, E. (1996). Can pretraining experiences
explain individual differences in learning? Journal of Applied Psychology, 81 (1), 110–116.

Society for Human Resource Management. (2001, June 11). Keeping your edge: Managing a
diverse corporate culture. Fortune, S1-S17.

Stricht, T. (1975). Reading for working: A functional literacy anthology. Alexandria, VA: Human
Research Organization.

Tabachnick, B. G., & Fidell, L. S. (2001). Using multivariate statistics (4th ed.). Needham Heights,
MA: Allyn & Bacon.

Tannenbaum, S. I., Mathieu, J. E., Salas, E., & Cannon-Bowers, J. A. (1991). Meeting trainees’
expectations: The influence of training fulfillment on the development of commitment, self-
efficacy, and motivation. Journal of Applied Psychology, 76 (6), 759–769.

Thompson, L. F., Surface, E. A., Martin, D. L., & Sanders, M. G. (2002, April). Survey.org: Exam-
ining employees’ reactions to Web-based personnel surveys. Paper presented at the 17th annual
conference of the Society for Industrial and Organizational Psychology, Toronto.



Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. (1986). Rational choice and the framing of decisions. Journal of
Business, 59, 251–278.

U.S. Department of Labor (2001). Counting minorities: A brief history and a look at the future. In
Report on the American Workforce. Available on-line: http://www.bls.gov/opub/rtaw/rtawhome.htm.

Wentling, R. M., & Palma-Rivas, N. (1998). Current status and future trends of diversity initia-
tives in the workplace: Diversity experts’ perspective. Human Resource Development Quarterly,
9 (3), 235–253.

Wheeler, M. L. (1994). Diversity training: A research report. (Conference Board Report No.
1083–94-RR). New York: Conference Board.

Courtney L. Holladay is a doctoral candidate in industrial/organizational psychology
at Rice University.

Jennifer L. Knight is a doctoral candidate in industrial/organizational psychology at
Rice University.

Danielle L. Paige is a doctoral candidate in human factors psychology at
Rice University.

Miguel A. Quiñones is assistant professor of psychology and management at Rice
University.

Framing and Diversity Training 263


